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Women’s authorship is rarely found in ancient Christianity. The oldest known 
artistic work of literature by a Christian woman to survive intact is the Cento 
Vergilianus de laudibus Christi by a fourth-century noblewoman commonly iden- 
tified as Faltonia Betitia Proba (c. 320-c. 370).' Among the very first Christian po- 
ems in Latin, Proba’s Cento is some 694 verses in length, retelling Christianity’s 
sacred history as given in Genesis 1-8 and the New Testament Gospels through 
one of the most difficult classical literary genres, the cento (from the word for 
a patchwork cloak; late Gk kévrpow). A cento was a poem consisting solely 
of lines, half-lines or phrases drawn from earlier, generally epic, works and 
strung together to present an entirely new subject. Modern scholars have gen- 
erally scorned the cento, seeing it as a mechanical exercise. But to the ancient 
eye, the cento in either Greek or Latin was a respected literary form: an artis- 
tic challenge of extraordinary difficulty because of its stringent requirements, 
displaying the highest degree of learning, and paying due reverence to the 
greatest poetry of the classical era. 

Proba constructed her Cento entirely from lines of Virgil. Creation is told 
through the myth of the Golden Age and Christ is cast as an epic hero in the 
mould of Aeneas -a stern lawgiver, a valiant bringer of peace. Proba displays a 
dazzling ingenuity in presenting biblical stories through verses containing no 
biblical names and expressing an altogether different religious view. Jerome 
(Ep. 53.7) castigated her efforts to employ Virgil for Christian purposes, indicat- 
ing by his very complaint the unusual degree to which Proba had succeeded 
in appropriating classical tradition for Christian use. Indeed, Proba's Cento 
circulated widely in the eastern and western Roman Empire, for some cen- 
turies serving in the West as a school text for teaching children classical Latin 
literature and Christian stories at one and the same time. 

Proba's Cento is her only surviving work although we know of at least 
one other, a poem on the civil war between Constantius II and Magnentius. 
Neither of Proba's known works fit the rubric of “women’s subjects’; both 
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address patriarchal and politically foundational themes for the Empire of her 
day, themes that in no way make distinct the location of women’s experience. 
Hence her work illuminates the specific interests to which classical education 
attended: a civic rather than domestic context, and the perspective of men who 
couldbe active players within that sphere, as wellas the interlocked relationship 
between literature as public discourse and its political assumptions. 

One other substantial Latin work by a Christian woman has partially sur- 
vived from the late fourth century, known as the Itinerarium (Journey’ or 
“Travels’) of Egeria, an account of a woman's remarkable pilgrimage from the 
Western Roman Empire to the Holy Land between 381 and 384.” Surviving in 
a single eleventh-century manuscript, the damaged text has provoked heated 
debate as to the writer's exact name, dates, and place of origin.’ The text itself 
is a narrative apparently written at the end of Egeria's journey from notes she 
took en route, and addressed to her 'dear ladies': the women of her spiritual 
community back home. The extant portion is in two parts: first, describing the 
journey from her approach to Mount Sinai until her stop in Constantinople, 
and secondly, a detailed account of the liturgical services and observances of 
the church calendar in Jerusalem. 

Interestingly, while Egeria is always attentive to bridging the geographical 
and cultural distances that separate her spiritual sisters from biblical territory, 
her focus on her audience lends an exclusivity to her reporting. Despite her 
vivid accounts of the people who guided, hosted and informed her travels — 
bishops, abbots and civic dignitaries - no one is named in her text apart from 
her ‘dearest’ friend the deaconess and monastic superior Marthana, whom 
Egeria encountered twice during her travels. 

Although virtually contemporary, Egeria's Itinerarium is as different from 
Proba's Cento as can be imagined. Written in a strikingly direct colloquial style, 
the Itinerarium appears to represent the vernacular speech of the day. Scholars 
have tended to view Egeria as literate but unlearned, for the text shows no 
evidence of training in the Latin classics. However, Egeria's Latin also gives 
every indication that a high degree of Christian education was becoming 
possible, without necessarily including classical study. Thus her vocabulary 
and syntax are steeped in the language ofthe Old Latin Bible and liturgy, while 
the liturgical information she provides from Jerusalem required an astute 
sophistication in matters of ecclesiastical ritual, office and tradition. 

Not long after Egeria's pilgrimage, the Empress Eudocia (born Athenais; 
c. 400-60), wife of Theodosius II, produced highly accomplished Greek poetry.* 
As empress, Eudocia was part of an extraordinary intellectual flowering in 
Constantinople fostered by the court of Theodosius II with a sensibility akin 
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to Proba’s, one that held classical tradition in deep reverence and sought to 
engage it for Christian expression.? 

Eudocia is credited by later writers with having authored six works: hexam- 
eter versions of the books of Zechariah and Daniel; a hexameter paraphrase 
of the Octoteuch; three books in hexameters on the martyrdoms of Cyprian 
and Justina; a Homeric address to the people of Antioch, delivered c. 438; 
a panegyric on the victory of Theodosius II over the Persians in 422; and a 
Homeric cento on the Life of Christ. Recently an encomium on the baths of 
Hammat Gader has also been identified as hers, surviving as a seventeen-line 
inscription.® Apart from this inscription and two stray lines from her other 
works, we have extant only 800 lines ofthe Martyrdom of St. Cyprian.” Eudocia’s 
style has been harshly judged by modern scholars for her uneven command 
of metrical rules and the apparent lack of originality in her themes and chosen 
literary forms. If the former charge is strictly speaking true, the latter is more 
difficult to assess. Like Proba -a calligraphic copy of whose Cento was commis- 
sioned by Theodosius II, and whose influence on Eudocia thus seems likely — 
Eudocia wrote Christian literature in the forms and style of classical tradition; 
like Proba she wrote biblical paraphrases for the didactic purpose of combining 
classical literature with Christian sacred story; like Proba she wrote primarily 
on topics of civic import and political persuasion, without specific reference 
to ‘women’s experience’ (albeit she wrote as empress: hardly a standard van- 
tage point). Her chosen literary mode of expression was one that her culture 
would value far more than ours. In the sixth century, the noblewoman Anicia 
Juliana (d. 528) cited Eudocia's model in the elegant epigram she produced for 
inscription in the Church of Hagios Polyeuktos in Constantinople, a rare and 
sumptuous joining of literary and visual arts.* 

These few women are the only known female authors from the fourth 
to the sixth centuries whose works survive. At the turn of the sixth cen- 
tury, and of entirely different literary quality, two hagiographies authored by 
women appeared, one each in Latin and Greek. The Life of Queen Radegund 
(d. 587) was written around 600 by her companion the nun Baudonivia.? Ac- 
counts of Radegund by Venantius Fortunatus and Gregory of Tours emphasize 
domestic devotional life, (private) individual acts of mercy, and her horrify- 
ing self-mortification. By contrast, Baudonivia highlights Radegund's political 
and civic involvements, as well as her theological and spiritual teachings; the 
difference is arresting. Around 630, the nun Sergia, superior of the Constanti- 
nopolitan convent founded by the late fourth-century holy woman Olympias, 
wrote a short narrative on the transfer of Olympias' relics and the volatile 
formation of her cult. These two hagiographies point to a second category 
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of ‘women’s words’ that survive from this period, in the form of teachings 
ascribed to women saints. 

The well-known Sayings of the Desert Fathers (Apophthegmata Patrum), the 
collected teachings of Egypt’s great fourth- and fifth-century monastic saints, 
preserve the sayings of three women: Theodora, Sarah and Syncletica." 
Sayings make use of anecdotes, instructions, insights and admonitions to 
provide spiritual direction. Because the collections were edited with much 
reworking from oral tradition, it is difficult to establish authenticity. Many 
sayings circulated anonymously or under more than one name. The fact that 
ten sayings are ascribed to Theodora, nine to Sarah, and twenty-seven to Syn- 
cletica indicates the surpassing reputations of these women, as well as the 
poverty of our extant sources. The sayings of Theodora and Syncletica are 
addressed to religious communities of women, although the sayings of both 
(and especially Theodora’s) are inclusive of the experiences of monks. Sarah 
seems to have been a solitary, and her sayings affirm grave tension around the 
issue of gender and spiritual authority.” 

Syncletica’s importance may be measured not only by the large number 
of sayings attributed to her in the Apophthegmata, but also by the anonymous 
fifth-century hagiography about her.” In the Vita, eighty of the 113 chapters 
present Syncletica’s teachings to her nuns, in several places closely connected 
to those attributed to her in the Apophthegmata. Heavily influenced by Eva- 
grius Ponticus, her teachings contain lively metaphors drawn from urban and 
domestic life as well as striking use of imagery related to the suffering ofillness. 

A similar picture survives for Macrina, the sister of Gregory of Nyssa and 
Basil of Caesarea. In his Life of Macrina, Gregory presents her as a holy woman 
to be remembered above all as a teacher — of himself, her family and house- 
hold, her convent, and women throughout the region - styling her as a true 
philosopher. In his treatise On the Soul and Resurrection, Gregory purports 
to describe the conversation he had with Macrina on her deathbed” in a lit- 
erary form modelled on Plato’s Phaedo.'? Scholars are divided as to whether 
Gregory here honours Macrina by using her as a literary device for his own 
views — as Plato did with Socrates — or whether he is actually representing 
her words." In the Vita Gregory presents Macrina as one who consciously 
rejected all classical education, choosing instead devoted study of Scripture 
and other sacred writings. While Basil, Gregory, and their friend Gregory of 
Nazianzus epitomized the Christian appropriation of classical education and 
culture, Gregory depicts Macrina paradoxically as both the antithesis of such 
education and as the true exemplar of philosophical wisdom: a common topos 
in hagiographical literature of the time. 
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Macrina presents the same conundrum as Syncletica, Sarah and Theodora. 
To what extent can we understand the men who wrote these texts to have 
reproduced what these women said? Or did literary as well as cultural dictates 
form a presentation that in fact occluded not only the words ofthese women 
but even their effective presence, allowing men to present their own teachings 
through the fictive voices of women, as Plato did with Diotima in his Sympo- 
sium (a work clearly influencing Gregory’s portrait of Macrina?? The problem 
persists in the array of hagiographical literature from this period that presents 
holy women as authoritative teachers, especially of women but also of men, 
with regard to theological, moral and scholarly matters. Melania the Elder, 
friend of Rufinus; her granddaughter Melania the Younger; the circle of the 
Roman matron Marcella, well known to Jerome, as well as his beloved com- 
panions Paula and her daughter Eustochium; Nonna and Gorgonia, mother 
and sister of Gregory of Nazianzus; Olympias, deaconess and friend of John 
Chrysostom: all are portrayed in our ancient sources as exceptionally discern- 
ing religious instructors, and some also as distinguished scholars." 

Of the teachings of these women, nothing survives to us apart from the 
descriptions provided by the men who wrote in their praise. Notoriously, even 
when they were known to be correspondents— Melania with Rufinus; Marcella, 
Paula, Eustochium and others with Jerome; Olympias with Chrysostom — 
their letters were not preserved. The one possible exception is Jerome’s Letter 
46 to Marcella, which some scholars now attribute to Paula and Eustochium, 
inviting Marcella to join them in the Holy Land.” Only a few letters by women 
survive from this period, almost all of them written by empresses or queens 
on official matters (for example, to popes)." They remind us that women 
could, in exceptional circumstances, participate in the political discourse of 
the day, but they do not illuminate us further. Similarly, we know that women 
were patrons of literature: Gregory of Nazianzus wrote a poem for Olympias’ 
wedding,” and Gregory of Nyssa’s Commentary on the Song of Songs was also 
dedicated to her.” Other works were dedicated to the sisters or women friends 
of the authors. Does this evidence indicate women’s participation in learned 
literary activity? Or did the education of women encourage their formation 
as students and scholars, rather than as ‘producers’ of literature? 

The dilemma presented by the hagiographical portraits of holy women 
applies also when asking whether or not any of the Vitae was written by 
women, a question that has also been raised for some of the Apocryphal 
Acts.” The sixth-century Life of Febronia, originally composed in Syriac but 
popular also in Greek and Latin, claims to have been written by Febronia’s 
companion nun Thomais.” Its portrayal of convent life is vibrantly positive, 
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both in terms ofthe spiritual friendships between the nuns and regarding their 
devotion to learning and philosophical discourse. Because of similar emphases, 
a woman author has been proposed for the anonymous sixth-century Greek 
Life of Matrona of Perge." Two caveats warn against such assumptions, however. 
First, hagiographical literature, like its predecessor the Greek novel, by its 
literary dictates granted a greater visibility to the domestic sphere, including 
a greater role for female characters. The reasons had to do with ideological 
shifts in the depiction of proper religious life and with concern about social 
control during an era of political and religious upheaval, but not with an 
improved interest in or social status for women.? In the case of Febronia, for 
example, the character of Thomais is essential for the story’s narrative (parts 
of which could not have been witnessed by a man); and the depiction of the 
convent is cast in terms of classical descriptions of the (male) philosophical 
ideals of friendship and community. Second, men clearly could write with 
deep admiration about holy women, as did Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory of 
Nazianzus and Jerome. A positive portrait of a woman does not indicate the 
gender of the writer.” On the other hand, we may take the parallel from 
apocryphal literature as instructive in the sense that hagiography was both a 
literary and an oral discourse. It may well be that some of the anonymous 
hagiographies reflect women’s stories as women told them. Certainly, we 
may be sure that women and men could hear these stories differently in terms 
of how they addressed women’s experience? Beyond this, we cannot say 
more. 

The Christian literature by and about women surviving from late antiquity 
presents us with substantial evidence that the women authors whose names we 
know represent the tip of an iceberg. Aristocratic women sometimes obtained 
the same classical education as men; women of lesser means could still attain 
a high level of learning, particularly in Bible and other Christian literature, 
especially in convents where women were clearly expected to cultivate such 
learning as a part of their religious formation. From both populations, women 
corresponded with bishops, theologians and spiritual leaders. We know that 
women wrote, far more than the few extant pieces we have.” What survives 
is the record of words lost. The silence is deafening. 
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Barn. = Epistula Barnabae 
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BPud. = De Bono Pudicitiae 

Carn. = De Carne Christi 

Cast. = De Exhortatione Castitatis 

Cat. = Catechesis 

Cels. = Contra Celsum 

CG = Contra Gentes 

Chron. = Chronicon 

I Clem. = Prima Epistula Clementis 

II Clem. — Epistula Secunda Clementis 

Coet. — Oratio ad sanctorum coetum 
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Demetr. = Ad Demetrianum 

Dial. = Dialogus 

Did. = Didache 
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Enn. = Enneades 
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Ephes. = Ep. ad Ephesios 

ETh. = Ecclesiastica Theologia 

Eun. = Contra Eunomium 

Fug. = De Fuga 

Graec. = Oratio ad Graecos 

Greg. = Ep. ad Gregorium 
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NHC = Nag Hammadi Codices 

Noet. = Contra Noetum 

Od. = Odysseas 

Opif. = De Opificio Dei 

Or. — De Oratione or Oratio 

Paed. — Paedagogus 

Paen. = De Paenitentia 

Pan. — Panarion 

Pan. Or. — Panegyrica in Origenem 
Pass. Perp. — Passio Perpetuae 

Pass. Scil. — Passio Sanctorum Scillitanorum 
Philad. — Ad Philadelphenos 

Polyc. — Epistula ad Polycarpum 
Praescr. — De Praescriptione 

Prax. — Adversus Praxean 

PrEv. = Praeparatio Evangelica 

Princ. = De Principiis 

Procat. = Procatechesis 

Pud. = De Pudicitia 

Q. = Quaestio 

Ref. = Refutatio Confessionis Eunomii 
Rep. — Respublica 

Res. — De Resurrectione Carnis 

Rom. — Ad Romanos 

Ruf. — Adversus Rufinum 

Scap. — Ad Scapulam 

Scorp. — Scorpiace 

Sim. — Similitudines 
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List of abbreviations of patristic and other texts 


Smyrn. = Ad Smyrnaeos 

Spect. = De Spectaculis 

SpS = De Spiritu Sancto 

Strom. = Stromateis 

Syn. = De synodo or De synodis 
TestDom. = Testimonium Domini 
Tom. ad Ant. = Tomus ad Antiochenos 
Trall. = Ad Trallianos 

Trin. = De Trinitate 

Ux. = Ad Uxorem 

Val. = Contra Valentinianos 

Virg. = De Virginitate 

Vir. Ill. = De Viris Illustribus 

Vis. = Visio 
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Other abbreviations 


These abbreviations are used in the notes, and in the bibliographies, where 
publication details can be found. 


ACO: 
ACW: 
AGLS: 
ANF: 


ANRW: 


BGL: 
BLE: 
BMus: 
CAH: 
CCSG: 
CCSL: 
CHLG: 


CSCO: 


CSEL: 
CPG: 
CPL: 
CSS: 
CWS: 
DCB: 
DEC: 
DLT: 
DSp: 
ECF: 
EEC: 
ET: 
FC: 


Acta Conciliorum Oecumenicorum 

Ancient Christian Writers 

Alcuin/Grove Liturgical Studies 

The Ante-Nicene Fathers 

Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt 

Bibliothek der Griechischen Literatur 

Bulletin de littérature ecclésiastique 

Bibliothèque du Muséon 

Cambridge Ancient History 

Corpus Christianorum. Series Graeca 

Corpus Christianorum. Series Latina 

Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy 
Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 

Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum 

Clavis Patrum Graecorum 

Clavis Patrum Latinorum 

Cistercian Studies Series 

Classics of Western Spirituality 

Dictionary of Christian Biography, Literature, Sects and Doctrines 
Decrees of the Œcumenical Councils 

Darton Longman and Todd 

Dictionnaire de spiritualité ascétique et mystique, histoire et doctrine 
Early Church Fathers 

Encyclopedia of the Early Church 

English translation 

Fathers of the Church 
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GCS: 
Greg.: 
GTS: 
Hey]: 
HeyM: 
HTR: 
HUT: 
JAC: 
JECS: 
JSNT: 
JSOT: 
JTS: 
LCC: 
MGH: 
OCA: 
OCP: 
ODCC: 
OECS: 
OECT: 
PG: 
PIOS: 


PL: 

PO: 
PPS: 
PTS: 
RBen: 
RechSR: 
REL: 
SA: 
SBAW: 
SBL: 
SC: 
SCH: 
SEA: 
SecCent: 
SP: 

ST: 
SWGS: 


List of other abbreviations 


Griechischen Christlichen Schriftsteller 
Gregorianum 

Grazer Theologische Studien 

Heythrop Journal 

Heythrop Monographs 

Harvard Theological Review 

Hermeneutische Untersuchungen zur Theologie 
Jahrbuch fiir Antike und Christentum 

Journal of Early Christian Studies 

Journal for the Study of New Testament 

Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 

Journal of Theological Studies 

Library of Christian Classics 

Monumenta Germaniae Historica 

Orientalia Christiana Analecta 

Orientalia Christiana Periodica 

Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church 

Oxford Early Christian Studies 

Oxford Early Christian Texts 

Patrologia Graeca 

Pontificium Institutum Orientalium Studiorum (now, Pontificio 
Istituto Orientale) 

Patrologia Latina 

Patrologia Orientalis 

Popular Patristics Series 

Patristische Texte und Studien 

Revue Benedictine 

Recherches de science religieuse 

Revue des Etudes Latines 

Studia Anselmiana 

Sitzungsberichte der bayerischen Akademie des Wissenschaften 
Studies in Biblical Literature 

Sources chretiennes 

Studies in Church History 

Studia Ephemeridis <Augustinianum> 

Second Century 

Studia Patristica 

Studi e Testi 

Schriften der wissenschaftliche Gesellschaft in Strassburg 


TCH: 
ThH: 
TRE: 
TS: 
TTH: 
TU: 


VigChr: 


ZAC: 
ZKG: 
ZNW: 


List of other abbreviations 


Transformation of the Classical Heritage 

Théologie Historique 

Theologische Realenzyklopädie 

Texts and Studies 

Translated Texts for Historians 

Texte und Untersuchungen 

Vigiliae Christianae 

Zeitschrift für antikes Christentum/Journal of ancient Christianity 
Zeitschrift für Kirchengeschichte 

Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 
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